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No. XI. 

Conchological Observations on Lamarck's Family of Naiades. 
By Philip Houlbrooke Nicklin, Read 6 March, 1829. 

THE genus Unio, and its congeners, have become objects 
of great interest to naturalists in all parts of the world. 
American conchologists seem to have had their attention par- 
ticularly drawn to these objects by the immense number and 
almost infinite varieties of them that are nourished by the 
great rivers of the West and their tributaries. Many beauti- 
ful species of Unio and Jinadonta have been added to La- 
marck's family of Naiades, by the useful labours of Messrs 
Say, Barnes, Green, and Isaac Lea ; and the former of these 
naturalists has thought it necessary to add a new genus, called 
Masmodonta* , to the same family. 

Doubts have been expressed by several distinguished con- 
chologists, whether the family of Naiades contains more than 
one genus, or at most two. The new genus Masmodonta of 
Mr Say seems to form a link of close connection between 
Anodonta and Unio; and the three genera exhibit such va- 
rious forms of hinge, that, in many instances, it is difficult to 
determine to which genus the individual should be referred. 
Mr Isaac Lea has upwards of forty varieties of Unio cornutus; 
which, if arranged in a particular order, exhibit so gradual a 

* From <*' piiv., ixtur/Aa, lamina, and hfovs dens; meaning without the lamellar tooth. 
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change, as to convince the observer of their identity of spe- 
cies ; but if any two, near the opposite extremes of arrange- 
ment, be compared, they would be considered as specifically 
different. 

De Blainville, a celebrated conchological anatomist, in the 
second edition of his "Manuel de Malacologie et de Conchili- 
ologie," p. 539, says, that the animal of the Unio is precisely 
like that of the Jinodonta : his words are, " Animal entiere- 
ment semblahle a celui des anodontes." It has not been disco- 
vered that the animal of the Alasmodonta differs in any 
respect from those of the Unio and Jinodonta. 

Under the genus Unio, De Blainville cites Hyria corrugata 
of Lamarck, as the example of his variety A of Unio : his 
words are — A. Especes obliques, dont le corselet est dilate et 
releve en crete saillante, ce qui les rend comme auriculees 
ou aviculaires. He also cites Castalia ambigua* of Lamarck 
as the example of his variety C of Unio. It is therefore evi- 
dent that De Blainville believes the animals of Unio, Hyria, 
and Castalia, to be identical. 

In the same manner, under the genus Jinodonta, he cites 
Iridina exotica of Lamarck as the example of variety A ; 
and Dipsas of Leach as the example of variety E of Jino- 
donta. Thus it appears that De Blainville considers Unio, 
Hyria, and Castalia to be varieties of one genus, namely 
Unio ; and Jinodonta, Iridina, and Dipsas to be varieties of 
one genus, namely Jinodonta : and since he expressly declares 
the animals of Unio and Jinodonta to be identical, may we 
not safely include the whole six under one genus ? 

We may also add Mr Say's genus Jllasmodontaf, as no- 
thing has been discovered in the animal to distinguish it 
from that of Unio ; and as the structure of its hinge proves it 
to be the connecting link between Unio and Jinodonta. 

If the above mentioned seven genera are to be considered 
as permanent, there are strong reasons why another should 
be added to them, conformably to a suggestion contained in 

* Possibly, Unio triangularis of Barnes. 

t Is not Alasmodonta arcuata of Sav identical with Unio sinuata of Lamarck ? 
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an observation appended by Lamarck to the description of 
his Unio alata (the Unio alatus of Say) : it is as follows ; 
" Ici, comme ailleurs dans ce genre, le ligament est en dehors 
de la charniere ; neanmoins, comme les valves sont connees 
au bord inferieur de l'aile du corselet, M. Le Sueur, qui a 
observe cette reunion, pense qu'on doit former un genre par- 
ticulier avec cette coquille." 

The following observations, appended by De Blainville to 
his genus Unio, are well worthy of attention : 

"Les especes de ce genre deviennent tous les jours plus 
nombreuses : en effet on en trouve dans tous les pays, mais 
surtout dans lAmerique septentrionale. M. de Lamarck en 
characterise plus de cinquante, mais il convient qu'elles sont 
en general fort difficile a distinguer ; a plus forte raison, les 
subdivisions generiques qu'on a voulu etablir dans ce genre, 
d'apres la forme generate de la coquille et celle des dents 
praeapiciales, comme l'a fait M. Rafinesque. On passe en 
effet par des nuances presque insensibles des especes dont les 
dents sont a peine apparentes, jusqu' a celles ou elles de- 
viennent presque regulieres comme dans la mulette ambigue, 
que nous croyons avoir ete les premiers a rapprocher de ce 
genre, contradictoirement avec M. de Lamarck qui alors en 
faisoit une trigonie*. 

"Nous pensons meme que par la suite on decouvrifa des 
especes qui etabliront le passage entre les anodontes et les 
mulettes, en sorte que ces deux genres devront etre reunis." 

The sagacity, almost prophetic, displayed in the last para- 
graph of the foregoing extract, has been fully proved by Mr 
Say ; for whom was reserved the honour of discovering a spe- 
cies, that precisely fills up the hiatus formerly existing be- 
tween Unio and Anodonta; and upon which he formed his 
genus Alasmodonta ; but which, it is probable, should only be 
considered as a new species of Unio. This idea derives ad- 
ditional force from the observations made by Mr Say himself, 
in page 131, vol. v. of the Journal of the Academy of Natu- 

* Trigonee ? 
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ral Sciences ; where, after describing Alasmodonta ambigua, 
he says, " It forms a link between the genera Alasmodonta 
and Anodonta. When young the primary teeth are obvious, 
but when the shell arrives at the full growth, the teeth are 
obsolete, and in some instances not at all visible." 

From this it appears that some shells of the family of 
Naiades, at different ages, assume different appearances in 
those parts which naturalists have fixed upon for the distinc- 
tive characteristics of different genera. How cautious should 
we be not to suffer our ingenuity to run before the uner- 
ring indications of Nature ! 

Mr Barnes, to whose suggestions great deference is due, in 
speaking of the almost infinite and nearly indistinguishable 
varieties of the genus Unio, observes. " that the thought had 
frequently struck him, that, properly speaking, there is but 
one species of the whole genus, and perhaps of the whole fa- 
mily. See Silliman's Journal, vol. vi. p. 115; the whole pa- 
ragraph is well worth attention. 

This opinion goes rather too far, but is still strongly corro- 
borative of the conclusion at which it is wished to arrive, 
namely, that the seven genera, now referred to the family of 
Naiades, are founded in artificial distinctions, and not in Na- 
ture ; and that in fact the whole family contains but one ge- 
nus, which was originally established by Bruguieres, and 
should be called Unio. In that case, the present genera 
might be considered as so many species, and the present spe- 
cies as so many varieties : or, the genus Unio might be divi- 
ded into subgenera and species. 

It often happens with young naturalists that the thirst of 
fame is greater than the desire of knowledge, which has 
caused the books to be swelled with genera and species that 
exist only in imagination ; even the illustrious Lamarck has 
erred in this respect ; and in the genus Unio has probably de- 
scribed as different species five or six varieties of Say's purpu- 
reus. 

Linnaeus, whose comprehensive mind seemed to scan the 
universe at a glance, was governed by the severest simplicity 
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in his arrangement of the genera of shells ; but by generalizing 
too much, in some instances he forced the barriers of Nature, 
and united genera that are totally distinct. The beautiful 
simplicity of that great naturalist, however, was much more 
favourable to the acquisition of knowledge than the endless 
multiplicity of genera and species introduced by the moderns ; 
and the more we consider and scrutinise his arrangement, the 
more does our wonder increase, that the same mind should 
possess so vast a power of generalization, and such minute ac- 
curacy in observing the details of specific difference. 



Note. — Since the foregoing observations were written, a 
paper on the Naiades by G. B. Sowerby, F.L.S., recommend- 
ing a reunion of the whole family under one genus, and pro- 
posing a new arrangement, has fallen under the observation of 
the writer. The paper is in the Zoological Journal, Vol. I. 
page 53, and is well worthy of perusal. 
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